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squash Barrier Nine Is Enough

Short courses may lack fancy

amenities, but they're often
more fun to play than 18-holers

By Joun PAUL NEWPORT

guest tournament at a nine-hole golf

course in northwest Connecticut. You
might think making the same nine-hole
loop time after time would grow tedious
{each two-person team played five nine-
hole matches), but nothing could be fuz-
ther from the truth. For one thing, the
course at the Washington Golf Club has
two subtly different sets of tees, which ai-
ter the driving strategy. For another, the
holes were iaid out in 1905 and have more
e T style, at least in my eyes, than an 800-page
“Monste Island . fashion magazine. In fact, I left wondering
- growers load a pumpkin . - why so many courses bother maintaining 18
for a 2006 state weigh-off. holes when nine can be so much fun. :
e : Eighteen is the standard number of holes |
for a golf course because, since 1764, that’s

I RECENTLY PLAYED in a member-

e huge—each one from With the brownish-greenish-black how many St. Andrews in Scotiand has had:
1l 25 feet across at the  compost tea sloshing in the tank on his nine “out” to the far corner of the property, and
dlanted back to back, back, Ron stepped into the pumpkin nine back “in” to the clubhouse. And somehow
orms pointing toward patch, fired up the sprayer’s engine this does seem like the proper number. Just as
: of the garden like the and blasted out a nutrient-packed mist Please turn to page P3

ips lined up at a dock. Please turn to page P8
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Continued from page P1
in baseball the 90-foot distance

between bases (established in-
‘the 1840s) continues to be just -

right-in balancing offense and
defense, so 18-hole’ rounids in
golf are just long enough to pro-
duce ebbs and flows and oppor-
tunities for redemption, but not
so long that golfers usually
want to quit early.

ost of the early courses
M in this country were

nine-holers. The first
1.5, Open, in 1895 at Newport
Country Club in Rhode Island,
was played on. a - nine-hole
course. Back then, there
weren’t enough golfers, or
money, or confidence in the fu-
ture of the faddish new game to
justify many 18-hole extravagan-
zas. In fact, it wasn’t untii the
1920s that more than half of all
new courses, here and in Great
Britain, were 18-hole affairs.
Eventoday, more than a quarter
of all U.S. courses are nine-
holers, and eight states, mostly
in the Midwest, have more nine-
hole courses than 18-hole ver-
sions, according to the National
Golf Foundation.

Shorter courses certainly
have some advantages. Most ob-
viously, they are cheaper to
build and operate. For smaller
communities, nine holes are of-
ten all that are necessary. Golf-
ers usually play twice to get
their 18 holes in.

For my money, the biggest
plus is a natural resistance to
fanciness. Eighteen hole
courses are inclined to be more
competitive. If one course in
town brings in an architect to
add 500 yards and refashion the
bunkers, the others soon feel
compelled to do likewise. The
same goes for carts with satel-
lite guidance systems or a chef
trained in France. Even many
18-hole courses that don’t
strive to be fancy have a pen-
chant for ironing out the idio-
syncrasies in their designs over

time, if only to appear more

‘normal.” -
Nine-holers, on the other
hand, are usually more content

with what they are. The: best
ones, inimy experience, view .
themselvesas well-kept secrets. -

The Washington Golf Chub,
for instanee, has a pleasant little

Quirky: The ninth green:at Marion Golf Course in Marion, Mass.

clubhouse with a spacious porch
overlooking the putting green,
but no dining service, only a gas
grill that the Sunday morning
‘gang uses for post-round burg-
ers and hot dogs. The members
range from middle-class to
wealthy, but no one seems to
want. the club to be anything
more than it is, a friendly place
to gather and play golf. The
greens, by the way, roll as true
and fast as all but a few of the fa-
mous courses in nearby
Westchester, N.Y.

" T I'TH S0 LITTLE {0 Prove,
nine-holerstend not to
be afraid of quirk, and I

love quirk. One of my favorite
places to play with my daughter
is an old nine-holer near my
mother-in-law’s house in Mar-
ion, Mass. It was built in 1004,
and nothing much has changed
since, including the greens fee:
$15 a round. A stone wall has bi-
sected the property since it was
farmed. Tee shots on two of the
three par 3s are blind because
you have to hit over the wall.
It turns out this course, Mar-
jon Golf Course, was the first de-
signed by George Thomas, who
went on 1o build Riviera and Bel-
Alr in‘'Los Angeles. Which is an-
“other: of the joys of playing nine-
hole courses: You never know
what Little bits of history and

trivia youw'll unearth.

Last year, [ stumbled upon a
nine-holer outside Bellows
Falls, Vt., that was built in an
abandoned guarry in 1923. Al-
most nothing about this layout
is ordinary, except perhaps the
first and ninth holes. The sec-
ond green is nestled at the bot-
tom of a former Rettle pond.
The creatively routed third
through eighth holes dip into
and out of the shallow quarry,
now completely overgrown.

Following my round, the
club’s general manager told me
that working people from the
area had chipped in to buy the
property for a few hundred dol- |
lars after the quarry closed, and -
had designed and helped build
the course themselves. Today,
the non-profit Bellows Falls
Country Clubis opento thepub- | ¢
lic. I paid $14 for my nine-hole .|
loop.

Alot of golfers keep life lists
of courses played, usually focus-
ing on famous, top-100-type des-
tinations. I keep such a list my-
self Still, there is nothing better
than reaming New England, es-
pecially when the fall foliage is'
in full color, seeking out quirky
old nine-holers, to remind you
of how much fun this ancient
stick-and-ball game can be.

Ematl me of golfiournal@wsj.com,




